
September 26,2003
1420 East 6th Ave.
P.O. Box 200701
Helena, MT 59620-0701

Environmental Quality Council
Montana Department of Environmental Quality
Montana Department of Fish, Wildlife and parks

Fisheries Division
Endangered Species Coordinator
Great Falls Office

Montana State Library, Helena
MT EnvironmentaL Information Center
Montana Audubon Council
Lewis and Clark Conservation District
U.S. Army Corp of Engineers, Helena
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Helena
State Historic preservation Office, Helena
US Bureau of Reclamation, p.o. Box 30137, Billings, MT 5g107-0137
Pat Barnes Chapter Trout Unlimited, Helena
David Brown, 4510 Harmony Lane, Helena 59601
Diehl Ranch Company, p.O. Box 779,EastHelena, MT 59635
Jay and Sharon Merritt, 36g0 Merritt Road, Helena, MT 59602

Ladies and Gentlemen:

Please find enclosed an EnvironmentalAssessment (EA) prepared for the Future Fisheries Improvement program.
The Program tentatively plans to provide partial fundingto a stream restoration project calling for the return of MerrittSpring creek, a tributary to Lake Helena, to its historic channel. The project also calls for the restoration of thedimension, pattern and profile of a 6,200-foot channelized reach of the stieam located upstream of Merritt Lane onproperty own by David Brown. The two mile reach of stream involved in this proposed project is locatedapproximately seven miles northeast of the city of Helena between Harmony Road and the confluence with LakeHelena.

Please submit any comments that you have by 5:00 P.M., Octob er 27,2003 to the Department of Fish, Wildlife andParks in Helena at the address listed above. compretion of this project is continqent upon approval being granted bythe Fish, wildlife and Parks commission. If you hav" ury qu"siionr, f"il f."" tJ.ontact me at (406) 444-2432.Please note that this draft EA will be considered as final iino substantive comments are received by the deadlinelisted above.

Sincerely,

Mark kre, Program Officer
Habitat Protection Bureau
Fisheries Division
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ENVIRONMENTAL AS SESSMENT
Fisheries Division

Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks

Merritt Spring Creek Channel Restoration Project

General Purpose: The 1995 Montana Legislature enacted statute 87-l-272 through 273 that directs the

Department to administer a Future Fisheries Improvement Program. The program involves providing

trnOing for physical projects to restore degraded fish habitat in rivers and lakes for the purpose of
improving wlA nsneri... th.legislature established an earmarked funding account to help accomplish this

gout. fn. future Fisheries Improvement Program is proposing to provide partial funding for a project

Ia[ing for re-activating a two-mile reach of Merritt Spring creek to its historic channel and restoring the

dimension, pattern anJprofile of the upper 6,200-fooi channelized reach located between Harmony Road

and Merritt Lane. The project site is located approximately six miles northeast of the city of Helena

between Harmony noaa ana the confluen"" *iih Lake Helena in Lewis and Clark County (Attachment 1)'

I. Location of project: This project will be conducted on a two mile reach of Merritt spring creek

located approximately 6 miles northeast of the city of Helena within Township 1l North' Range 2 West'

Section 30 in Lewis and Clark County'

,,. Need for the project: one goal within Montana Fish, wildlife and Parks six-year operations plan for

the fisherie. prog.u*1rIo *restore and enhance degraded fisheries habitats" by implementing habitat

restoration projects and administering the Future Fisheries Improvement Program to restore important

habitats on private anJ puUlic lands. 
-Thi, 

p.oposed project would help meet this goal'

Merritt Spring creek was diverted almost entirely into a drain ditch system in association with the

construction of canyon Ferry Dam during the mid-1950's. The Helena valley Irrigation Project associated

with the completion of canyon Ferry Dair involved the construction of a series of tiled drains combined

with the diversion of area streams into several deeply incised drain ditches to create additional irrigated hay

ground around Lake Herena. controlled by a headgate structure rocated near Harmony Road, the flow in

Merritt Spring creek is diverted down one of these incised drain ditches to the confluence with Lake

Helena. The dewatered historic channel also was straightened in the past between Harmony Road and

Merritt Lane to further increase available cropland. eJditionally, the riparian corridor associated with the

historic channel has been degraded by past livestock use. The nearly complete diversion of Merritt Spring

Creek into an incised drain ditch, coupied with past channelization efforts and over-grazingby livestock'

have resulted in a drainage that is nearly devoid of fish habitat.

m. ScoPe of the Pioject:

This project calls for returning the flow of Merritt Spring creek to the historic channel, coupled with

reconstruct ing a 6,200-foot chann elizedreach between Harmony Road and Merritt Lane' The project also

calls for installing fencing and planting vegetation to enhance the riparian corridor. The proposed channel

reconstruction willbe coilpteteo befoie *it". is returned to the historic channel and will involve restoring

the channel to a proper dimension, pattern and profile (Attachment 2). The preliminary design calls for

constructing a channel with a bankfull width of approximately 6.5-feet, a bankfull depth at l '4 feet, a



floodprone width between 20 and 60 feet, and an average slope of 0.15%. Fencing would be installed in a
manner to protect the riparian corridor from livestock grazing with a minimum 50-foot buffer on either side

of the stream. A minimum of 100 willow clumps will be transplanted along the newly constructed stream
margin and numerous willow cuttings will be sprigged into the stream bank. This project is expected to
cost $24,000.00. Of this total, the Future Fisheries Improvement Program would be contributing up to
$12,000.00.

IV. EnvironmentallmpactChecklist:

Please see attached checklist.

V. Exolanation of Impacts to the Physical Environment

1. Terrestrial and aquatic life and habitats.

Returning flow into the historic channel of Merritt Spring Creek - coupled with restori ng a 6,200-
foot channelized reach of the stream to a proper dimension, pattem and profile and enhancing the
riparian community with fencing and re-vegetation - is expected to create significantly healthier
habitat for aquatic life by increasing the length of the channel, improving environmental diversity,
and enhancing spawning and rearing habitat. A healthier aquatic habitat is expected to enhance
salmonid recruitment to Lake Helena, as well as resident fish populations in the spring creek.
Habitat for riparian dependent wildlife also would be improved by providing bettir m-anagement of
livestock grazingwithin the riparian corridor through fencing *d *hun6ng tne woody ri-parian
community along the stream margin.

2. Water quantity, quality and distribution.

Short-term increases in turbidity will occur during project construction. To minimize turbidity,
construction of the restored stream reach would be completed "in the dqy''before water is turned in
from the drainage ditch. In addition, operation of equipment in the active stream channel will be
minimized to the extent practicable. The Department of Environmental Quality will be contacted to
determine narrative conditions required to meet short-term water quality standards and protect
aquatic biota. A 310 permit will be obtained from the local conservation district and th; U.S. Army
Corp of Engineers will be contacted to determine the need to meet 404 provisions of the Clean
Water Act.

In the long term, this project is expected to improve water quality in Merritt Spring Creek by
creating a healthier riparian corridor.

3. Geology and soil quality, stability and moisture.

Soils along the stream margin would be disturbed during construction of the new channel, but
would quickly stabilize following proposed re-vegetation efforts. Re-vegetation efforts would
involve placement of salvaged sod and seeding with native sedges and giasses, transplanting large
willow clumps and sprigging willow cuttings.



4. Vegetation cover, quantity and quality

Riparian vegetation and cover, primarily non-native grasses, would be disturbed during the period
of construction. However, proposed re-vegetation efforts, in conjunction with fencing the riparian
corridor, would result in an overall improvement to the riparian vegetative community.

5. Aesthetics.

VI.

In the short term, aesthetics would be adversely impacted due to ground disturbance and the

presence of heavy construction equipment. In the long term, aesthetics would be enhanced by

ieturning the spring creek to its historic channel and restoring the dimension, pattern and profile of
a 6,200-foot reach of the stream that had been straightened in the past. In addition, the riparian

vegetative community would be enhanced by riparian plantings and by improved gtazing

management with the installation of riparian fencing.

9. Historic and archaeological sites

This reach of Merritt Spring Creek has been previously disturbed by channel straightening and

farming activities. es a resutt, there is a very low likelihood that cultural properties will be

impactld as a result of this proposed project. Should cultural material be inadvertently discovered

during the project, the StateHistoric Preservation Office will be contacted and the site will be

investigated.

7 . Access to & quality of recreational activities'

Merritt Spring Creek is a tributary to Lake Helena, a body of water created by the indirect

impoundmeni of Prickly Pear Creek by Hauser Dam. Hauser Reservoir supports a very popular

recieational fishery, lncluding rainbow trout, brown trout and kokanee. However, the rainbow trout

and kokanee populations in Hauser Reservoir are strongly dependent upon hatchery

supplernentation. Natural reproduction by these fish species is limited due to the lack of suitable

,pu*rrirg habitat found in the tributaries. The intent of this project is to improve habitat conditions

in u"oitt Spring Creek to enhance recruitment of salmonids to Lake Helena and Hauser Reservoir.

This improved recruitment is expected to enhance the recreational fishery in the reservoir system.

Discussion and Evaluation of Reasonable Alternatives

1. No Action Alternative

If no action is taken, Merritt Spring Creek will continue to be nearly devoid of aquatic habitat and

will provide little or no recruitment of fish to the reservoir system. The riparian habitat also will

."-ui, impaired. Additionally, recreational opportunities associated with fish and wildlife

resources will remain reduced and aesthetics will continue to be impaired'

vII.



2. The Proposed Alternative

The proposed alternative is designed to restore the aquatic and riparian habitat in Merritt Spring

Creek. This alternative would increase the length of the existing channel and would greatly

improve the diversity of aquatic habitat in the stream. The intent of the project is to improve

spawning and rearing habitat for salmonids in the Hauser/Lake Helena reservoir system and to

improve the vegetative community within the riparian corridor. This alternative would improve fish

and wildlife habitat, aesthetics and water quality within the project area and would be expected to

increase trout populations both in the spring creek and in the Hauser/Lake Helena reservoir system.

VIII. EnvironmentalAssessmentConclusionSection

1. Is an EIS required? No.

We conclude from this review that the proposed activities will have a positive impact on the

physical and human environment.

2. Level of public involvement.

The proposed project was reviewed and supported by the public review panel of the Future

Fisheries Improvement Program. The proposed project also will be reviewed by the Fish,

Hlllmf,:,"ft ::ilff ui,TlIll":.fl1'J;*;r::ii,:l1;ffi xfl 'ffi ',;LT,lis,edon
the cover letter. The EA also willbe published on Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks

webpage : fwp. state.mt.us.

3. Duration of comment period?

Public comment will be accepted through 5:00 PM on October 27,2003.

4. Person responsible for preparing the EA.

Mark Lere, Program Officer
Habitat Protection Bureau
Fisheries Division
Montana Department of Fish, Wildlife and Parks

1420 East 6th Avenue
Helena, MT 59620

Telephone: (a06) 444-2432
e-maiI: mlere@state.mt.us
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Division/Bureau Fisheries Division -Future Fisheries Improvement
Description of Ito p_rovlde paTtial fynding for a project calling for
reach of M...itt Sp.irg C=".

h
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POTENTIAI, IMPACT ON PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT

MAJOR MODERATE MINOR NONE I]NKNOUIN

COMMENTS ON
ATTACHED

PAGES

1. Terrestrial & aguat.ic
life and habitats

x Y

2. Water guality, guantity
& distribution

x x

3. Geology & soil guality,
stability & moisture

x x

4. Vegetation cover,
cfuantity C qual-ity

x x

5. Aesthetics x ,t

6. Air cruality x

7. Unique, endangered,
fragile, or limited
envi-ronmental resources

x

8. Demands on environmental
resources of land, water,
air & energy

x

9. Historical &
archaeological sites

x Y



POTENTTAL IMPACTS ON THE HTII,IAN ENVIRONMENT

2. Cultural uniqueness
e diversit

3. Local & state tax
base & tax revenue

4. Agricultural_ or
industrial production

5. Human healt.h

6. Quantity &
distribution of
community & personal
income

7. Access to & qua1ity
of recreational- and
wil-derness act.ivities

8. Quantity &
distribution of

9. Di-stribution &
density of population &

10. Demands for
overnmenL services

11. Industrial_ &
commercial activit
12. Demands for ene

13. Locally adopted
environmental plans

74. Transportation
networks & traffic
flows

?::i:^?::yl: ::.,?1"::1":.:":racred or which may have overlappins
ldlife Serv of lneers, Mont t

fndividual_s or groups contributing to thls EA Steve Dalbey, MFWp

Environmental_ EY, State Hi rr_c Preserva off



Recommendation concerning preparatj-on of EIS No EIS required.
EA prepared by: Mark Lere
DaEe: September 26, 2003


